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Abstract

The future is an unspooled ball of twine, tangled barbed wire,
jumbled jumper-cables, and twisted fiber optics. It is flattened and
folded time. It’s dispersed, concentrated, and constantly creeping in
some new direction. The future exists at all times, in all places, and in
all things,except --it doesn’t. Technically, the future is something that
hasn’t happened yet. It is the construct of an ideology, a hypnagogic
vision, and a fiction. The future is a fiction narrative with real-world
consequences and weight.
In Silicon Valley, the idea of the future has been some invisible
backseat driver for all of its innovations. Planted in the soil of Western
Films, shooting out of the counterculture movement of the 1960s, and
let loose in the vast void of cyberspace, the future has become the tool
for the cowboys of Silicon Valley to pioneer the frontier.
Growing up in Silicon Valley, the Cowboy attitude is impossible
to avoid. It has seeped into me through some form of California
tech culture osmosis. I never sought the perspective out, but I found
it through my community and in my approach to making art. Ideas
about the future have become concerning because of the fact that
this worldview has gone hand in hand with intelligent, well-meaning
individuals who draw form these frontier narratives to create and shape
technology on a global scale .
In what follows, I have done my best to detail how the Western
genre, its metaphorical frontier, and real cowboys have shaped how
Silicon Valley understands and designs the future.
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Thesis
Statement

Silicon Valley is a place that grew out
of the legends of the frontier. It has followed
in the footsteps of Hollywood Westerns,
counterculture frontiersmen, and cyberspace
cowboys.
In Silicon Valley, the frontier has been
a physical and a metaphorical landscape found
between everything existing and everything
new-- between ideas of the future shaping
technology and technology shaping ideas of
the future. This seemingly vast open landscape
allows the well-meaning cowboy to use his
unique position of privilege to spot and solve
systemic technological and social issues.
As these Silicon Valley Cowboys enter
the frontier in search of new unclaimed space,
they end up wandering into the invisible
recursive loops of the same particular future
narrative and aesthetics.
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THE ARRIVAL

“Welcome; you have arrived.”

the cement foundations. White walls and

The cool, bodiless female voice can

steel plating have been put up over

just barely be heard over the clatter

these old storefronts. Buildings grew

of people disembarking, the shuffle

second stories and rooftop patios.

of those waiting to set out, and the
consistent hum of the electric power
generators which go unnoticed by all
those who use the station.

The juxtaposition of the tall palms
and hanging plants make this place a
strange oasis in the sea of dying grass
and dirt.

The first thing that hits you
as you dismount from the rig is the
heat, which rises up off the concrete
in waves. The air is thick with the
smell of too many cows living too close
together. It’s a smell that doesn’t
feel like it belongs here anymore. Not
when one sees the field of clean white
pillars and their glowing red sigils
which jut out from the concrete lot at
the heart of the station.

The station had the same dry heat
the day the Cowboy first arrived. Of
course, this was back when it was still
just a small outpost in the middle of
nowhere. Most of the buildings were
barebones and half-finished. The only
thing that looked the same as it did
back then was the saloon. As long
as anyone could remember the saloon
had been here-- complete in all its
roadside charm.

All around the concrete lot, new
buildings have cropped up. The bones of
what once might have been an outdoor
shopping center can still be seen in
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Frontier
Technologies
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The frontier exists in the boundless space between the
known and unknown. By entering into this far-flung
outlaw landscape, one can pioneer new futures.

This is because the frontier operates outside of the
laws of established systems. The frontier is always
moving forward-- it is always at the leading edge.
Captured in 19391 on the silver screen, the frontier
is a two-dimensional stratified landscape of
compressed time. At the top is an empty void of
clear bright sky.

1.

Here one can see all the possibilities; it is
optimistic to the point of being utopian. Should a
skeptical cloud drift through this sky, it is quickly
classified and categorized into spilt milk2. The
horizon line is broken by a series of massive
steep flat-topped buttes. The twists and turns
of the buttes’ gradation, their strange shape and
impossible size, marks them as something that
could only exist outside of the mundane familiar
world. In the foreground is a desert sparsely
littered with small shrubbery and bits of erratic3.

For the filming of Stagecoach, director John
Ford brought a movie crew to the Utah-Arizona
border inside the Navajo Nation Reservation to
Monument Valley. He chose this location because
he was able to capture wide spacious shots of
the landscape without any houses, roads, and
telephone poles. These wide landscape shots
hadn’t really been done before and this style of
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filmmaking helped to make Stagecoach the first
A-list western; as well as, introduced America
to John Wayne. More filmmakers followed suit
and used the location as their movie backdrop,
creating a deep association in moviegoers
between Monument Valley’s iconic landscape
and the mythic American West.

2.

Is it a rabbit, a bird, an ice cream cone, or just spilt milk?
Based on lessons learned from the book It Looked
Like Spilt Milk by Charles G. Shaw, the white shape
silhouetted against a blue background changes in each
eye of the beholder.

3.

Glacial erratics are stones and rocks that were
transported by a glacier and deposited as the glacier
left or melted.

4.

Scientists look at modern day geological events to
get a window into past events. This is known as
uniformitarianism: the idea that Earth has always
changed in uniform ways and that the present is the key
to the past.

Although this desert landscape appears barren
and uninhabitable, if one looks closely they see
the fossilized footprints of a well-worn path-- the
remnants of discarded tools and the roots which
keep things grounded. This panorama could easily
be on some lone road, on a long (cattle) drive, or an
outpost on a small asteroid. Here on the frontier, the
geological theory of uniformitarianism4 is inverted
so that the key to the present lies in the future.

THE GOLD IN THE GRAVE
EXT: the wagon clattered up the rocky
path. It was followed by a small line of
mourners. Only about four or five came out.
Like all the station inhabitants,in the days
before the Cowboy, they were just temporary
visitors,staying as long as it took to
resupply. No one was really torn up about
the recent passing of the prototype. Still,
they knew what was proper. Even the sky that
appeared as a polar bear lost in a snowstorm
seemed to be doing its best to give this
affair a somber mood.
The procession passed through the small
wooden fence and followed the little path to
the end of the lot. Off to the side of the

graveyard path, one might notice a few other
mounds of upturned dirt. It had taken a few
tries to find a plot of land that hadn’t
already held some large hand soldered
circuit boards, tangles of old charging
cables, or long panels of switches and
dials. One shovel full had cut right into an
Pioneer LD-V4300D. The shovel’s impact had
made the Pioneer LD-V4300D let out a grating
squelching sound as the tray morosely slid
from its socket. The cracked top peeled
right off exposing the rusting motors, and
fraying wires. When had that poor soul been
buried out here, the gravedigger thought as
they put back the dirt over the old Pioneer
LD-V4300D. (CONT’D)

15

\This merging of the desert landscape and ideas about the future was first
placed in the minds of Americans through the golden era of Hollywood
and Spaghetti Westerns. By cutting and pasting actual desert
landscapes, facades of buildings, and soundstage rooms, these
films created an artificial landscape of the West. Hollywood
made cowboys by adapting the fashion, technology, and
languages of the era (1940-1970) to the historical
events, and fictional legends of the Wild West.
In this way, the frontier has become a
sandbox5 for the cowboy. Seeing this
“Western” landscape printed on
book covers (illuminated by highspeed beams of electrons, and tucked
behind desktop icons), has made
an unconscious shorthand for the
frontier as a transient, conquerable
unknown.

5.

The term sandbox can refer to several
things in technology. A sandbox game
is a video game that gives the player a
high degree of choice and creativity to
complete tasks towards a goal within
the game. Some sandbox games have
no goal at all--it is just a space to

Eventually, a new
unused plot was found.The
grave was dug in the early
morning light. The wagon
rolls to a halt before the
clean grave.
Hats are removed as the
large beige ABS coffin is
lifted off the cart and
placed in the earth.
There is a long pause
where looks are exchanged
to see who will speak, or
if anyone will speak at all.

create. A sandbox is also commonly used
for the development of Web services when
a production environment is mirrored to be
used and tested by external developers.
Finally, the sandbox effect (or sandboxing or
Google penalty) is a name given to the way
Google ranks web pages in its index.

With a slight cough, and a
bit of reluctance the town
Mogul steps forward.
“We are gathered here
today to consign the mortal
remains of one Dev Gate or
whatever his name really
was. I ain’t got much to say
about poor Dev as he only
rode amongst us two days
ago.”
A flicker of light in
the earth next to the coffin
catches the eye of one of
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the young men who stands
next to the grave. There is
something protruding from
the soil. It shimmers not
like some long-buried thing,
but new, bright, and shiny.
“Dev was struck down
in what was evidently the
prime of his life. Given he
was so new to us. His origins
are unknown. Cause of death
unknown.”
There is a ruffle
around the group. Shoulders

are nudged. Hats placed
back on heads. A bubbling
excitement in what had
just been a somber affair.
Everyone pointing as they see

this godforsaken country in
search of common goals, I am
certain you will agree with
me as I say…”
Whatever the town Mogul

it again, a blinking light.

was about to say, it was

It flashes like a steady

drowned out as someone shouts

heartbeat. Looking like some

out “GOLD!”

signal from beyond the grave.
“However in as much as

“Quick, get this thing
up!” someone shouts.
The coffin is hosted out
of the hole. As soon as it
was clear, everyone started
to climb in to try and get
their hands on whatever
new thing they had just

The cry is echoed as

discovered. Arguments turn

everyone starts to elbow

into shoving matches. Each

we were the last to know poor

and shove their way into the

man claims to be the one to

Dev on this earth and in so

grave to get a better look at

have discovered it and gets to

far as we were all drawn to

what this new thing could be.

claim it.
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In the golden era of Hollywood Westerns, the frontier exists at a precise time6. It is after
the Civil War, and before statehood. Even though the Wild West was technically happening
and involved with the Civil War, it is rare to see a 1940s-1970s Western film take place at
that moment in time. This is largely due to the production code. These moral censorship
boards made it so Hollywood could not represent a modern American frontier, which is a
part of the conflict of the Civil War. At the other end of the Western timeline, is statehood.
Statehood is when towns would vote to actually become part of the United States7. This
ending of the West is usually represented by a train.

6.

Society, National Geographic.
“Uniformitarianism.”
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An industrial, capitalist piece of technology that
suddenly linked all of these once dispersed disconnected
communities to not just each other but to civilization8.
By framing the frontier in between these two moments,
Hollywood created a narrative of the frontier as this
transitional moment, without any systematic order.

7.

8.
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The West and its heroes are constructed
on the ground of real violent struggles over
the “open” space of the frontier. There are
three real conflicts that set up a western
hero. These are the violent acts of war
between the ranchers and the indigous
people, the Mexican-American War, and
finally the fighting between the ranchers
and new homesteaders.

Solnit, Rebecca. River of Shadows:
Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological
Wild West, 2004.

The few roads, homesteads, or towns you see in
a Western are small in the scale of the landscape.
Through these pockets of “civilization,” the frontier
becomes a tool to view the possibilities of an
individual to forge a new slightly different world9.
These towns are so small and so recent that any
lawmen you see are alone or too far away to help.
It will be days before the judge can get there to
hang a man.

9.

The reality of the frontier is it is never empty, never
without conflict, and never unclaimed. However, if one
wants to be a hero of the frontier, one must believe that
the frontier is this vast uninhabited, un-utilized space.

10. What a cowboy is good at doing is “shooting from the
hip.” The cowboy can react to a problem and find a way
to solve it before most know what has even happened.
This instinct means that the cowboy does not think
about the consequences of his mistakes, he does not
think about how these acts could be harmful outside of
this instance, or what will happen once he has gone.

The cowboy surveys the saloon. He sees
men pouring over the notice boards, and those
tucked away in a dim corner, just barely
illuminated by their crystal screens. The
saloon has a distinct smell, it’s a bit like
the tinny smell of burning solder or the musty
smell of a library. It could be the smell of
the air conditioner coolant mixing with the
dirt tracked in by every cowboy who saunters
into this saloon.
The cowboy strides over to the bar,
leaning on it with a natural ease. His
confident posture hides his hand that rests on

SUPPORT YOUR LOCAL SALOON

his belt. One finger absentmindedly tapping

INT: The squeak and rattle of the

the smoothed edge of chrome, secured in its

saloon doors stills the mumbles of voices as

holster —-- ready to draw should he need to.

everyone turns to look up and see who just
walked in. The cowboy was another one of those
young-old faces with cold, hard eyes. The type
of eyes one only got from years of rustling
data and hunting down bounties in mankind’s
extended electronic nervous system.

The cowboy orders himself a shot. As he waits
he looks up at the bulletin boards and its
varying bounties. His eyes scan the mess of
post-its,complicated diagrams, and layouts. So
the rumors were true. They had managed to dig
up something out here.
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He was glad because he was looking for
an easy score. He was twenty-eight, getting
old for a cowboy. He knew he was good at what
he did, but somehow that one big bounty, big
score, big break was always swallowed up by
the corporate galaxies. Being a cowboy was
starting to feel wearisome.
“This again?” came a dry raspy voice

When the barman slides his drink over
to him, he takes it, settling himself down on

“Man do ya realize the reason you can live

a vacant overstuffed corduroy beanbag chair.

here is because of old marks like me. Don’t

He sinks into the chair, his knees coming up

forget it was I who dug up the mine. I dug up

to his chest. After all day seated upright in

that Ledger with all my might. ya hear? How

the rig, the Cowboy temporarily closed his

dare you cheat me?”

eyes. Not sleeping, but slipping just a bit.
He listened to the voices which float down from
the second story landing.

“We all dug the mine together,
remember? You can’t blame me just ‘cause
you’re losing.” Came another voice.
“Give me two jacks and a pair of
eights. How dare you!” The first voice said,
“You cheating, bastard..”(CONT’D)

So the frontier follows whoever at that moment can draw
the fastest. The cowboy’s skill10 and his own set of moral
codes11, which define him as a savior, become the building
blocks of the frontier. Whatever laws he lays out can take
hold and shape the society forming out in this boundless
free12 space.

11. The image of a lone Western hero who stands up for the underdog
and protects those who cannot protect themselves, wipes clean the
real colonizing narratives that this cowboy is actually drawing in the
sand. For the morality of the cowboy, the indigenous inhabitants of
this landscape are pushed out into the wild unknown.
12. If there is nothing to the space except what the cowboys carry with
him, then of course the future is whatever he makes it and vice
versa.
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A large broad shoulder

he carried his drink. In the

shadow hovered above the

crook of his other arm, he

Cowboy.

cradled a stack of books. The

“A nap. How nice” said
a cool deep voice.
The Cowboy cracked open
an eye. He knew that voice
though it had been a long
while since he had heard it.
Mars was only a
few years older than the

cowboy instantly recognized
the spines of Dick, Wiener,
Fuller, Gibson and Brand.
Mars squatted down

been?” Mars said.
“A few years,
I think.” The cowboy
shrugged, “I’m surprised to
see you out here. I didn’t
think this was your scene.”

into the bean bag chair next
to the Cowboy. Because of
his large size, he sunk even
farther and lower back into
the spineless chair.

Cowboy. For as long as the

“Give an old flannel
mouth like me some credit.
I still got a few good runs
left in me. At least that’s
what the town thought when
they asked if I’d come out

Cowboy had known him, he had

here to run the hotel for

sported that shaved head

them.”

and scruffy beard. He wore
an amused expression as he

“You know how it

peered around his dark thick

works then— the Ledger?.”

framed glasses to look at the
Cowboy.

“So how long has it

In one large hand,
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“I have a vague

“Well, I wouldn’t say

The cowboy snorted. You

notion of it. As much as

no to your help, if you want

are really in charge of that

one man could possibly

to partner up on it-- Like

rusty old mine”

understand the whole

old times”

system. It’s like
staring up into space,
only the stars are
dense concentrations of
information, and we still
haven’t figured out how to
get to the moon.”
“Poetic,” the
Cowboy said.

“Don’t insult her,

“I work alone.” the
Cowboy said.

she’s a reliable old gal who
will surprise you if you

Mars shrugged “you work
on your own but not always

underestimate her.”
“Alright.” the cowboy

alone. You do your thing,

said. “One more run like the

I’ll do my thing and when we

old days. Lets see what sort

find something worth sharing

of trouble we can find”

we agree to split it.”

Mars leaned in
conspiratorially “so
you’re here for the bounty
then?”
“I was just passing
through, thought I might
check it out.”
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This image of the frontier remains true as the
frontier grew deep craters, distance stars, and
new moons.

When it launched out from the
American West and up into the
dark void of space.

Captain Kirk mounted on top of an outcropping
of rocks, his communicator in the air, looks just
like John Wayne flagging down a stagecoach.
Only instead of a military man, he is a science
officer. The space race, man on the moon, and the
Cold War transitioned the frontier to become the
exploration ground of science and engineering in
the minds of Americans.
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13. The frontier is now being shaped by men like John
Whiteside Parsons. Parsons was a rocket engineer at the
Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, Ca. He explored
this new space/science frontier and helped to pioneer
the creation of solid rocket fuel (which is commonly
used in space exploration). Parsons also was a devotee
of Aleister Crowley’s magic. He experimented with
magic, sex, and explosives in his garage. Although
these experiments led to his tragic death in 1952, we
now tell the story that we were able to get to the moon
because of what a man did in his garage.
14. Cowboys are also men like Alan Shepard. Shepard
became the first American in space. He flew on a
Mercury spacecraft, a tiny capsule with just enough
room for one person. He named his capsule Freedom
7. The 15-minute flight, with its splashdown landing,
set an idea of what was possible in American’s minds.

The frontier was the vast dark hole of unknown data and mechanics which it took
to actually reach beyond the atmosphere13. The cowboys were now both the men on
the launch bay floors and those who climbed into zip-tied, tinfoil filled canisters
and launched into orbit14.

This frontier of expanded polystyrene laboratories and zero-G
deserts was crystallized by the men who could execute an idea
that was wild enough that it just might work.

THE LEDGER
The Cowboy followed Mars as he passed between
small pockets of light. The yellow glow of
the clamped bulbs just barely illuminated the
twisting turns of the cast iron stairway. The
air grew damp as they made their rackety way
down the mine shaft.

Mars was explaining something about a grant
or the seed money he had roundup to build
this maze of tunnels and rooms. The Cowboy was
not acutely listening. He had gotten used to
Mars’s long-winded speeches and let Mars radio
drawl drift in one ear and out the other as
they descended.
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(CONT’D)

At the base of the
mine, tiles of vinyl had been
laid making a checkerboard
floor. The aisle was just
wide enough for Mars and the
Cowboy to stand shoulder to
shoulder. At the far end of
it was a set of double doors.
Mars led the way through
them.

It’s plain of relays and circuits still half-buried down
here. He felt a bit of the old itch knowing there was enough
data stored here in the mine to answer the deeper questions.
“She’s something else?” Mars said, stroking one of
the huge fiber-optic cables that helped to connect the semiindependent parts of the Ledger.

The long tunnel went
as far as the eye could see.
Its white domed roof curved
above in some parody of the
large cables strung at odd
intervals across the tunnel.
On the wall opposite them was
the Ledger. Composed of boxes
stacked on boxes linked by a
labyrinth of wires.
The Cowboy looked at
the cold, clicking, flashing
face. Then down the row at
the miles and miles of face.

The Cowboy walked up and bent over to examine the
closest box to him.
“Yeah, Something else entirely”
“Come on I’ll take you to a pod.”
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Mars leads him back up the

The walls were wood paneled and latex painted barely

stairs and into the upper

visible behind nameless junk. There is a desk with steel

floors of the hotel. There

drawers underneath it. Shelves of sagging pressboards stacked

at the end of the hallway he

with old Wired magazines and years of yellow-spined National

opens a door to a closet-

Geographic magazines. Most of the room was taken up by a

sized room. He acts as if

rectangular block of brushed chrome. Ands its accompanying

he is introducing the next

screen. The Cowboy knew this was an interface for the Ledger,

act to some stage show as he

though to him it looked like it belonged in a museum or 1960’s

stands back to let the cowboy

science-fiction movie.

look about.

“Go do your thing,”
Mars said waving as he left
the Cowboy alone in the pod.
The Cowboy just held up
a hand as a goodbye. Though
it might have been some
unconscious gesture signaling
that he had some questions.
He probably should have been
listening to Mars but old
habits die-hard.
The cowboy picked his
way into the room. Clearing a
box of old cables and printed
circuit boards from the desk
chair he settled his own rump
in its place. He leaned back
trying to remember what Mars
had just explained.

Each pod

was a terminal for different
parts of the ledger. This
pod gave him access to what
part of the ledger? Mars had
called it the Dawkins Pod. He
flipped on the screen.
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Installing a series of windows popped
up each one a different set of command lines.
the cowboy cracked his knuckles as he looked
at over the last few searched commands. It
was all pretty boring research. The typical
stuff one would think to do with a multigenerational algorithm. Whoever had rented
this room before him had worked harder but not
smarter. That just wasn’t the cowboys style.
if he was going to find this bounty, he needed
to be thinking about this from the other side.
Not just asking What sort of future do we want
but What would have to be true to make this
future a reality?

28

The Whole
Frontier

29

Gradually these frontier
narratives and aesthetics
travel up the coast of
California, the long way
about, to settle in Silicon
Valley.

One of the vehicles
which helped transplant the
frontier into the Silicon Valley
ideology and technology was Stewart
Brand’s Whole Earth Catalog. The catalog was a
guidebook for the frontier composed of theoretical
texts, product listings, mechanical devices,
how-to diagrams, and other educational material
intended for new communalists and participants
in the back-to-the-land movement. The Whole
Earth Catalog connected these emerging dispersed
communities of young, upper to middle-class,
well- educated, white frontiers men15.

15. Turner,
Counterculture
Cyberculture.” 90.

“From
to

16. The Whole Earth Catalog
had all the same problematic
fictional narratives of the
Golden Hollywood frontier.
New Communalists rarely
built
their
intentional
communities on a frontier

landscape that was empty
of inhabitants.
These
settlements,
made
by
middle-class
suburban
white young men, were
more
commonly
built
on land that had been
purchased in comparatively
impoverished communities
of color.

17. Virtually no people of
color appeared in its
pages. The catalog did
however offer products and
ideas appropriated from
Native American culture
and Native Americans
themselves almost never
appeared in the pages of
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the Catalog. However one
does find images of Brand
modeling buckskins.
18. Turner,
Counterculture
Cyberculture.” 92.

“From
to

The catalog was the stagecoach for these men
who were seeking to shape their environment
and share their adventures. In its pages of
collected narratives,17 the catalog wove a tale of
an optimistic future frontier achieved through an
individual’s procurement of skills and tools18.
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19. While
explicit
racism
was not welcome in the
New Communalist world,
implicit
racism
was
part of the landscape.
Whole Earth Catalog’s
seeming openness and
embrace of the cybernetic
whole, masks a series of
exclusions within its pages.

Just like with Hollywood Westerns, the catalog
sought to create a microculture that was in a specific
transitional moment.

The Whole Earth Catalog
was published during the
same years that the Black
Panthers were rallying in
Oakland, California. Even
though these events were
just an hour north of the
Catalog’s offices, there was
no mention of them in the
Catalog.

For the Whole Earth Catalog, this space exists
outside the conflict of the Civil Rights19, the
Vietnam War, and before the counterculture
became a grey institution. The Whole Earth catalog
also embodied this Hollywood idea of a vast,
lawless landscape. Buckminster Fuller20 even
called it an “outlaws area”, by which he meant it
was a place to experiment outside the structures
of everyday law. Stewart Brand used the aesthetics
of a catalog to create this new frontier21.

20. Buckminster Fuller was an architect, designer,
technocratic polymath. He was a huge inspiration
to Brand, the Whole Earth network, and the new
commununalist movement.

32

21. In the New Communalists attempts to exist in these outlaw areas
(without any hierarchical order), they fell into the 1950’s white
middle-class established structures of culture, racial distinction,
and traditional gender roles. As the new communalists had no
official rules, the communities often fell back on the charisma
of individual leaders and unspoken structures of culture which
these leaders had grown up in. The few women who were a part
of these intentional communities were placed into housekeeper
and mother roles; reminiscent of the way women were treated in
the actual Old West. In the catalog, there is no mention of any tools
made for women and they are most commonly illustrated in either
a supporting role or a literal mothering position.
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He deliberately made no hierarchical structure
in the way the catalog organized its information.
This shaped the reader’s relationship to the things
presented in the catalog.

In this outlaw frontier, an individual was allowed to develop
their own tools and stake their own claims to push the futureforward.
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The Whole Earth Catalog was for this specific group of New Communalists who believed social
change began not with governmental change but with the collective tuning of a cybernetic
understanding that the whole, individual person, human society, and natural world were nested
together22.

What this frontier looked like was homesteads
(communes) like Drop City23. To build this
intentional community, axes were taken to
the roofs of cars. These roofs were then cut to
the specification of a geometric Buckminster
Fuller- style dome. The dome was not mere
housing24 but a way for a man to center himself
in his environment and see the whole of the
global system, natural and manmade alike25. The
liberation of the geometric dome from the space
frontier and the car roofs from the industrial
process would later be called “appropriate
technology” or “soft technology” 26.

22. Turner, “From Counterculture to Cyberculture.” 72.
23. A number of communes sprung up in Taos, New Mexico.
These New Communalists centered themselves in the
middle of long standing Chicano and Native American
communities. To the citizens of Taos, communal ideals
of achieving a global consciousness via dome-building,
LSD, and extramarital sex felt like some sort of an alien
invasion, not a revolution.
24. The reality of the housing in Drop City was it was not
good housing. The domed rough cut car roofs would leak
anytime it rained.
25. Turner, “From Counterculture to Cyberculture.” 55.
26. Soft technologies is what the Whole Earth Catalog called
this appropriation / liberation of technology.
27. Turner, “From Counterculture to Cyberculture.” 54.
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THE DOME OF A MUSHROOM
EXT: From within his

On the ground Before

pocket, the Cowboy draws a

him rested a Chladni plate.

cigarette and lights it. The

On its flat surface, a light

smoke of his cigarette blends

powder formed and dispersed

with that of the smoke of the

coded hieroglyphic patterns.

campfire. Bull, in his usual

Bull held up a finger as the

garb of buckskins and silk

Cowboy opened his mouth to

scarves, sits on the other

complain. As the patterns

side of the campfire. He is

on the plate finally settles,

half-hidden in the shade

he picks up and sifts the

cast by his large geodesic

mushroom powder through the

dome. The cowboy pulls at the

palm of his hand.

collar of his shirt which was
plastered to his neck with
sweat. The sun was at its
zenith and it bore down on

“Are you going to
eat that?” The Cowboy asks
sarcastically.

the Cowboy as he waited for
something. He wasn’t quite
sure.

Bull ignored the
comment.The Cowboy knew what
most people thought of old
mystics like Bull. They were
just trying to make a buck
with their readings of sound
waves and electric pulses.
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Right now the Cowboy though was pretty much
up for whatever advice he could get his hands on. He
was starting to get frustrated by how illusive this
bounty had become. Going on this little trip out into
the desert was sort of a way for him to reframe the
question.
Finally, Bull spoke “These blue eyes see
everything. Through the layers fashion, commerce,
infrastructure, governance, culture, to the Nature of
the global whole.They see the past, the present, and the
future. The ebb and flow of novelty in the engine of the
universe. The bounty you seek will be in the red-eyed
hyena. That it is”

“A red-eyed hyena, huh…” the Cowboy said.
One always risked such nonsense, in seeking
information through psilocybin panspermia. He
highly doubted he was going to meet a hyena in
the Ledger’s prosthetic memory. He sighed feeling
no closer to capturing the energy and a few coins
lighter.
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The Expanded
Electronic
Nervous
System
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The Whole Earth Catalog took root in Silicon Valley ideology
because it had this sunny view of technology28, especially when
it came to computers.

28. Unlike in Hollywood Westerns, where the train symbolized
the end of the West, the personal computer was embraced as
a way to enter this frontier and become an outlaw.

The narratives in the Catalog helped change the
conversation around computers from an industrial
institution to a tool for personal liberation29. Steve
Jobs has famously said, “…the computer is the most
remarkable tool that we’ve ever come up with.
It’s the equivalent of a bicycle for our minds.”30
Jobs is pulling from Brand’s cheery rhetoric about
“soft technologies” as a toolset with the ability
to amplify and liberate human consciousness.
In Silicon Valley, members of the Whole Earth
Network not only included Steve Jobs but also
the founders of Airbnb and early employees of
Facebook32.

30. In the full interview, Jobs is referencing a study done
where a human riding a bicycle was compared to
condor to see who was the most efficient at getting
from point A to point B. Jobs goes on to say “humans
are tool builders. We can fashion tools that amplify
these inherent abilities that we have to spectacular
magnitudes.” (Steve Jobs)

29. Wiener, “The Complicated Legacy of Stewart Brand.”

32. Wiener, “The Complicated Legacy of Stewart Brand,”

31. Jobs is a known member of the Whole Earth network.
At a Stanford commencement speech in 2005, Steve
Jobs described the Whole Earth Catalog as “Google in
paperback form, thirty-five years before Google came
along.”
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As the lawless frontier landscape emerged through the vistas of graphic windows, hypertext,
and scrolling mice, the Whole Earth Catalog ideology was packed into saddle bags and taken
out into this frontier. The Xerox Parc library was composed only of text recommended by
the catalog.

Through Brand’s writings33 about hackers and organization of the
hacker conference34, he created an outlaw area around the design of
human computer interaction. In this way, Brand’s optimistic whole
systems vision has helped to catalyze an entire world’s experience with
computers.

33. The idea of the hacker which emerged
from Brands meetings and writings
was they were designers-- a semiindependent,creative individual. They
followed this moral code which revolved
around the idea that all information

should be free. A hacker should mistrust
authority and be judged on skill alone.
Finally, hackers believed that computers
can create something beautiful and should
be for the betterment of the human.
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34. The first Hackers conference was
arranged in 1984 and which helped to
link technology to the gift economy

SON OF RUMBLE
EXT:From his stool
the Cowboy could see beyond
the saloon doors to the red
glow of pillars. Their white
faces watching him with a
look of almost overwhelming
expectancy. The cowboy
wondered if he might be
dreaming. The pillars seemed
to be haunting him in that
way. Taunting him nightly as
they made their appearance
in his unconscious mind.
Logically, the Cowboy devised

Smack! A heavy force

All across the saloon,

slams into him. He looks

a deafening stillness settled

down at his front and the

in. Everyone was trying

dark spot, spreading across

their very best to look as

his chest. Then looks to the

though they were not paying

empty cup in his hand. He

attention. Everyone but one

sees his perfectly good drink

man, who was chuckling as he

wasted on the front of his

loomed over the fallen figure.

shirt. It takes a second for

He was a bit younger than

the Cowboy to realize that

the Cowboy. A full barrel

what had hit him was a man.

of a man. His outfit was

He was sprawled on the floor

classic but rooted in a kind

at his feet. The man looked

of hard-core rodeo esoteric.

dazed as his fingers explored

He wore a black vest made

the red mark on his cheek.

of some riding twill, but

he was probably just drunk.
The Cowboy took another sip
of his drink. Just to make
sure he was good and drunk.

The frontier became virtual as Brand
jacked-it-in into cyberspace and the
minds of Silicon Valley.

In establishing Whole Earth ‘Lectronic
Link (or WELL), Brand played a role in
one of the first and most influential
virtual communities.35

35. Turner, “From Counterculture to
Cyberculture.” 158.
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The man on the floor
started to get to his knees.
Clearly afraid of the Baron.
“Hold it!”

The cowboy

said. “You spilled my drink.
I think you ought to be the
one to pay it back.” The
challenge was clear in the
Cowboy’s words.
A shuffling movement
drew the Cowboy’s eyes as
two men rose from their seats
backing the Baron.
“Three against one,
in a western business cut.

The Cowboy shrugged,

Under this, he wore a white

holding up and tipping over

and grey checkered oxford

his glass. “you spilled my

business shirt, buttoned at

drink.”

the collar. Between the vest
and jeans of dark indigo
denim, the Cowboy knew the
type, he was some baron or
baron’s son.

Cowboy?” spat one of the
Baron’s men.
“I think we can
manage.” Mars said from the

“I didn’t do that. He
did,” the baron said pointing
to the man on the floor. “Why
don’t you go buy this pilgrim
a drink.”

doorway. He stood with his
arms crossed, a hard look on
his usually placid face. The
cowboy wanted to roll his
eyes at the foolish man. Mars
was too loyal, for his own

“What are you looking

good. The Cowboy had picked

at?” he snarled.

Furthermore, Brand helped to
establish the Global Business
Network. This corporate-consulting
outfit used scenario-planning dusted
in Brand’s version of optimistic
futurism. By creating these in-person
and virtual towns for the frontier,
Brand added another tool for how Silicon
Valley can use and build the future.
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this fight. He felt bad for

buy a drink just to stop all

Mars as he turned to go.The

dragging Mars into it. Still

this foolishness.”

Baron left. The cowboy stayed

not bad enough to want to put
an end to this. The familiar
tingling trill of action
creeped into his fingers as he
held the room’s attention.
“What is the matter
with you lot!” came a cry
from the far side of the
saloon. A grizzled older man
in a flat-brimmed hat was
moving up to the two men. “Is
everyone in this town killcrazy!

‘’he growled. “I’ll

The barron and the
Cowboy exchanged looks, both
deciding if they were still
going to come to blows.
Sneering the Baron held up a
couple of bits.
“Here, it’s on me.”
He said slowly, dropping the
money on the saloon floor.
Turning to his goons “Come on
boys let’s go,” he said.

posed with his hands on his
hips until the swinging doors
returned to their resting
state.
“God damn Cowboys, talk
about the lowest form of life
there is.” said the older
man as he returned with the
Cowboy’s drink.
The cowboy raised his
eyebrows at the man. “You

The baron shoved past

The ping-pong36 effect of the
WELL slipped the frontier
into a non-space and social
landscape.
This frontier was ripe for Marc
Andreessen to help to make the
internet37 a personal tool of liberation.
He did this first with Mosaic by
creating a graphical interface for the
web.

36. In 1991, Loren Carpenter organized
a mass experiment where hundreds
of people were given a paddle without
being told anything. On the large screen
before them was projected a game of
Pong. What the audience eventually
figured out was that each half of the
audience jointly controlled the virtual
screen paddle and they had to work
together spontaneously and without
discussion to successfully play. This
‘self-governing’ cybernet way of
thinking became part of the internet and
‘Californian Ideology’.
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37. Before Andreessen, the mainstream
attitude for the Internet was, “Why
bother?” Although the technology and the
tools existed for the internet, it was time
consuming and hard to use. Everyone
assumed that the internet was going to
be “the information superhighway”.
This superhighway was to be created
by either the government, a big cable
company, or a giant software company.
The internet was going to work through
some sort of box console system to
your television. This organization would
push out content which could then be
interacted with.

think so?”
“I know so, human
beings are just another
number in the database to you
Lot. You live by gambling on
other people’s lives.”
The cowboy smiled,
“yeah that may be.” he said
accepting the fresh drink.
“What are you then if not a
cowboy?”
“I ain’t no cowboy.
I am just another old long-

hauler,” he said taking off

“Don’t mention it.”

his hat and running his

He gave him a serious look

hands through his thinning

“I mean that. I want nothing

strands of grey hair. “I’ve

to do with you lot” He said

been coming to this place

as he collected his maroon

long before you cowboys took

bomber jacket from the back

it over. These days though,

of his chair.

I don’t know why I still
bother. It is nothing but
trouble.”

“God damn cowboys” he
repeated to himself as he
followed the Baron out the

“Well thanks for this.”

door.

the Cowboy said, raising the
glass before tipping the
whole thing back.

This allowed individuals to easily access and create websites. In 1996
Andreessen partnered with Jim Clark38 and re-worte Mosaic into Netscape.
With Netscape, Andreessen has helped push the frontier out of the known area
of academic, institutional research39 and into that of start-ups and business
models. This was a cowboy feat, because before Netscape nobody really believed
this model of the internet could be a business40. Netscape’s concoction of a
bottom-upapproach
and the optimistic belief in social cybernetic
systems, ignited
by new entrepreneurial aspirations, have
become the strange
nutrients of Silicon Valley’s frontier.

38. Jim Clark was the founder and the original
CEO of Silicon Graphics. When Andreessen
was working on mosaic, Silicon Graphics
was THE company (like Google) and it was
driving the world of computer graphics to
be what they are today.

39. Andreessen created mosaic while
at the University of Illinois and was
actually part of a National Center for
Supercomputing Applications and he got
a large grant from the National Science
Foundation.
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40. Andreessen now runs a venture
capitalist firm, just up the road from
where the Whole Earth offices had
been. Venture Capitalism is a business
which also grew out of the personal
computer. It is very much a part of the
frontier in Silicon Valley because it is so
much about how this one individual and
his talent will create some new global
change. It keeps this bootstrap, startup, cowboy ideal funded and lures more
people out to this one place who are
looking for gold.

In a A Declaration of the Independence
of Cyberspace, John Perry Barlow draws from the
spirit of the WELL and the bottom-up approach of
Andresson in his internet manifesto. The simple
message of the manifesto is that the internet was a
frontier41. For Barlow, the internet is a place which
is governed not by laws but the golden rule42.

41. In its vast unknown network, the rules are not decreed
by the government but by the community which makes
up its landscape.
42. Given what the landscape of the internet looks like
today, relying on the golden rule feels very naive. This is
largely due to the fact that golden rule is a very western
one, that assumes everyone has the same set of values,
culture, and understandings. More importantly though,
it highlights how the internet was the frontier space
which should be settled by a collective of cybernetic
cowboys. Only they are the the individuals who can
shape the landscape of some global whole.

ASTEROID STATE OF MIND
The Cowboy gazed with a phlegmatic
eye at the line of pillars facing him. Each
afternoon he left his pod and walked up to the
pillars. Swearing that he could see something
in the void of their center.
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To Barlow, cyberspace makes everyone equal
and free of prejudice43. Throughout his writing
Barlow does separate those who live in the
frontier44 from those who live in the past45.
In doing this, he has turned the frontier to the metaphorical
landscape of the future. It is any place, state of mind,
technology, capitalist idea, which is unexplored but
inevitably slowly rolling forward46.

43. Communities on the WELL had discovered that the
internet in its vast void did not hide race and gender.
Before Barlow published this manifesto, there had
already been years of debate on the WELL about how
much affordances did the WELL and these virtual
spaces provide women. The WELL did open new
doors for women and create new opportunities for
women to share research and network. Many women
also complained of receiving harassing emails and
had been sexually approached by men. Even in the
early explorations of the frontier the ambiguity of the
internet was not a great equalizer. It fell into all the same
problems which the fictions of the frontier cover up.

44. Andreessen puts it. “Like so much of entrepreneurship
I’ve found, it’s like noticing. you’re living in the future,
and you notice something, and you solve your own
problem. You’re not necessarily trying to get rich at the
time. You’re just like, I’m working on cool stuff, and to do
more cool stuff I’ve got to build this thing.” Andreessen
is making that same separation as Barlow between
those who live in the past and the cowboys who live out
on the frontier. This frontier is forged from the Silicon
Valley Cowboys own perspectives and ideas about the
future.
45. Now, the internet is not the distant landscape that
cowboys must go out and explore, it is just here. The
internet still has all its problematic frontier narratives
but none of the thrill of feeling like one could wrangle the
future. This is how the frontier moves . It follows each
new leading edge until it finds its way into the masses
and it ceases to be part of some new revolution. In some
cases, it ceases to be seen as a tool at all; it becomes a
regular part of everyday life. The frontier today, can be
seen in the redesign of this everyday landscape.
46. To enter the frontier, one must go out to the past
aesthetics and look in fictional narratives to settle the
new unknown technology, thinking models, designs,
and business.

The Cowboy knew what those watchers in

Mars would just shake his head when the

the saloon said about him. They wondered if he

Cowboy talked like this. Still, he accepted

was losing his edge or losing his mind.

the Cowboy’s assurance, trusting that the

Mars was unable to make any sense of
the Cowboy’s vague attempts to explain why he
was ritually visiting the pillars.
“It’s like your mind is prepared to

Cowboy was or would eventually make sense
of it. It had always been like that for the
Cowboy. The world seemed to be thinking in
Cartesian coordinates and he was the only one
thinking in Polar coordinates.

receive some insight. It’s like they are
sending out some ping that I know is coming
from the future. You know?” The cowboy would
tell Mars as they sat drinking in the saloon.
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Silicon Valley
Cowboys
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Onto this frontier comes the Silicon
Valley Cowboy.

He rides in on his trusted steed
easily picking his way down from
the mountain out across the valley.

The Silicon Valley Cowboy is not just
another hustler or bounty hunter and certainly
is not to be confused with some dude47 fresh
onto the frontier. He is a bonafide hacker. He
celebrates engineering and design in all of its
functional glory, accidental absurdity, and heroic
feats. He sees himself in stories of cowboys who
ignored/broke all the rules to create their own
vision on the frontier48. The cowboy roams the
leading edge of technology, following the call of
“what is possible”.

He may be in unknown territory, but he is confident in his
ability not only to survive but pioneer any new space he
enters.

47. A dude is a city dweller unfamiliar with life on the range.
This term is used most commonly to refer to someone
in America who comes from the East coast in the West
coast.
48. Elon Musk, Bay Area’s very own Tony Stark, is a good
example of how the cowboy seeks to break the rules.
SpaceX, The BoringCompany, and Tesla were built with
the attitude of “ask for forgiveness not permission”.
Musk positions himself as some sort of people savor in
how he liberated institutions (like space travel or road
construction). However little of his frontier innovations
have made it out of his capitalistic landscape to be a
tool for anyone other than the wealthy cowboys with like
minded personalities.
49. Bannon, Liam. “Reimagining HCI,” 2.
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR
POWER SHARING
Mars found the Cowboy
where he always did, squatting
in front of the pillars, the
way someone might do to talk
to a small child.
“Here,” Mars said,
handing the Cowboy a cup of
coffee.
The Cowboy took it,
without moving his eyes away
from the pillar. After a long
moment of silence, the Cowboy
slowly asked, “Have you ever
tried jacking in the Ledger
to one of these things”
“Why the hell would we
want to do that?”

“Think about it. How

“Well, the Ledger was

many years has the Ledger

half an idea. With only half

been running down there, on

the technical infrastructure

its own. Without any of us

to support it. I keep

mining it?”

thinking back to what you

“I don’t know, 70 years
or so. What’s your point.”

told me about the Dev Gate.”
(CONT’D)

Searching for the variants of all the possibilities has
driven the Silicon Valley Cowboy through the fields
of academia, arts, and industry.

From the Silicon Valley Cowboys adventures in these different microcosms, the Cowboy has honed his
ability to balance the practical aspects of engineering, the human concerns that guide design, and the
social science perspectives of the world49. Over the years, he has created a position for himself as part of
a mobile
elite, with its own tools, own legends, and humor. As the Silicon Valley Cowboy
forges
his way through the valley, he utilizes this attitude and insight to shape how
one
may live with and through technology.
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“I’m not following.

“The hypergate is

of energy which the Ledger

You mean the Dev that died,

theoretical. Don’t talk about

could maintain indefinitely.

the moment it came into town.

it like it is a thing that

That flip-flopping between

Mars said. “That thing ain’t

exists.”

states, between hyperspace

worth shit.”
“Or it just wasn’t

“Just listen.” the
Cowboy said as he walked. “We

the right tool” The cowboy

use the Dev and the energy

said with that knowing on his

of the pillars to bootstrap

face. “… what if we used the

a hypergate. Then we plug it

Ledger like a flywheel.”

into the Ledger and all its

“For what?”
“The future.” The
cowboy stood abruptly and
Mars saw he was fully
grinning. “What if you
used the Dev to open up a
hypergate here.”
The cowboy gestured at
the pillars before turning on
his heels and heading up the
road to the small graveyard
up on the hillside. Mars had
to hurry to follow him.

hardware, all its collected
logic…” the Cowboy drew a
circle in the air with his
finger. He was trying to think
of the right word for it.
“Lasso! We send a signal out

and here. That would build
momentum almost by itself-that … that was a brand
new form of energy. Mars
looked back at the column of
pillars. They could network
it through the whole row. He
waved a hand dismissing the
thought. This was still all
very theoretical. It seemed
unlikely to work.
“That’s insane.” Mars

then use the Ledger’s logic

finally said as he fell back

to boomerang it back.”

into step with the Cowboy.

Mars stopped as he
realized what the Cowboy
had seen. What he was
suggesting. Using the pillar
as a latch circuit, they
could create a bistable form
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“There is only one way
to find out.”

Every Cowboy
Needs a Hat
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Bent over pages of Tencent paperbacks,
seated in darkened screening rooms,
the Silicon Valley cowboy has come
to see the narratives of consoles,
communicators, and cyberspace as a
new frontier of innovation50.
The science fiction narratives which the Silicon
Valley cowboy explores can be put into a venn
diagram. In one circle there are bright spacious
rooms, domed architecture, glossy white surfaces,
and seamless computer interactions. In the other
half of the diagram, one finds the stacks of dusty
outdated hardware, the hacker slums, and the
gritty laboratory in some abandoned building. It
is in that porous grey membrane between these
science-fiction worlds that the Silicon Valley
cowboy feels that exciting thrill of a new frontier.
Suddenly, seeing slippers on a spaceship becomes
just as important as the science and engineering it
took to actually send someone to the moon.

50. Occasionally, the cowboy
brings future harbingers like
the Star Trek communicator,
2001 Space Odyssey’s
tablet, and Minority Reports
self-driving cars out from
the frontier. These once
fictional designs become

actual objects and services
in the known landscape.
Elon Musk does this with
many of his designs. Pulling
his products out of science
fiction and into the world.
Things like the self-driving
cars, hyperloop, 3d roads,
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and the neural link. All of
these products are meant for
men like him. They are the
hero artifacts of cowboys.
While he sees these
products as tools for saving
the global whole, he has no
thought about the harmful

effects this technology has
on the communities who do
not fit in his hero narrative.
It is these overlooked
communities who most
likely would be affected
by
such
technology,
infrastructure, and systems.
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By looking at these worlds, the future
becomes legible while still remaining
magically foreign.

The forgein nature of these fictional
narratives are important because
the Silicon Valley cowboy feels the
boundaries of their own experience,

the challenge of finding a derivative of something that came before,
the need to satisfy current stakeholders, and follow market trends. By
creating science-fiction or
some other corner of the world,
they hope to pull out
insights that
could reshape their
problems.
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TERMINAL LOGIC
The Cowboy pressed the

The Cowboy swings

With a solid kick,

himself down from the rig and

the Cowboy broke off the top

walks around back pulling out

plate of the Dev. Squatting

flat plate of the release and

the large canvas tarp with the

down next to it the cowboy

climbed out to lean on the

dug-up Dev on it. It was too

plunges his hand into the

roof of the dusty rig. From

heavy for him to lift so he had

tangle of wires fishing for

his perch he got a full view

to drag the corners of the tarp

the junction box. He winces

of the station. The lines

over to the square turrets of

feeling a slimy grease coat

of palms hung in the deep

the pillars.

his hand as he blindly feels

orange light cast by the
setting sun. Only Mar’s slow
backwards motion varying the
shifting ciphers of their
crisscrossing trunks. Mars
carefully unspooling the
cables which scribbled a line
back down through the long
mineshaft to the Ledger.

A twitch in the curtains
of the saloon caught the
Cowboy’s eye. So the station
residents were just going to
watch. Too scared to help and
too curious to go. Apparently,
they had all hidden away safe
indoors,waiting to see the
outcome.
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his way through the maze of
circuitry. Eventually, he was
able to find the small box at
the back of the machine. His
fingers unearthing the three
small slots which he would
need to jack into.
(CONT’D)

Not wanting to lose

his hands out of the dev.

“Would you look at

his hold on the junction box

expecting it to emidelity

that?” Mars said, dropping

The Cowboy has to stretch to

start emitting sparks or

the ends of cable at the

reach the charge port, which

smoke. Nothing happens

Cowboy’s feet.

hangs off the pillar. He can

though.

barely reach the adopter’s
end but he is able to draw it
and pull it over to the Dev.
Finally,after some awkward
fumbling, he feels the port
slot into the Devs junction
box. Quickly the cowboy pulls

“Your move now.” The

The cowboy waits now

Cowboy said stepping back so

holding his breath as he

Mars could do his thing with

watches. After what felt like

the Ledger.

an eternity, he sees a small
sequence of lights inside the
dark machine blink into life.
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Mars looked at the
power sharing settings of the
pillar. He bent over spending

a longer time going through

“And what would you

“Just shoot and sleep

the combinations of circuits

have done if it didn’t work,

that’s all you know how to do

in the Dev. “Hmm, this is

and you fried the whole

isn’t it? No thought to the

going to take some finessing.

thing?”

craftsmanship of a thing and

Did you even think about how
this was going to work, or
you just slam it together.”
“I’m not the delicate
cautious type. It works
doesn’t it?”

“I would have dealt
with it.” The cowboy said.
Mars snortered
muttering to himself as he
bent down and got to work.

work that goes into designing
these systems.”
The Cowboy leaned
against his rig. From his
waist, he drew his chrome
iRON. Twirling it up and down
as he waited.
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He spends long nights at some dim saloon conversing about
how to create user research or a diegetic prototype of a future
designed object.

He holds workshops to make catalogs, zines, and quick start guides. These DIY
publications are skeptically optimistic in their flattering of real and fictional
interactions, products, and narratives. The cowboy then attends conferences
laying out how one might use the future for himself. He often uses the languages
of consumer product design and advertising. This aesthetic creates an uncanny
feeling51 around ideas about the future. He is trying to be critical of a future
which he is so much a part of; more often than not, the aesthetic world which
the Silicon Valley cowboy forges, reflects his fear of losing the first-world
privilege he understands.

51. The fictional products, the future design
ideas, and the business models both
feel like something which already exists
in the world but also something that
shouldn’t yet be here-- that it is still in
our future. It is the aesthetic found in
television shows like Black Mirror. This

near future, mostly dystopian narrative
provides a cheap thrill for the Silicon
Valley cowboy. He can simulate these
other worlds without really questioning
his own role in the narrative and his
perspectives placed in the technology.
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As the Silicon Valley
cowboy traverses
these networks, he
comes to realize
what he does really
matters— because
the future matters.

This back and forth between the future and the Silicon
Valley cowboy creates a feedback loop52. In this loop, all
the problems of the frontier narrative get pushed deeper
into a subconscious subroutine. This invisible loop has
made the frontier and the cowboy an unspoken, unseen,
underlying current which is driving the innovation of
Silicon Valley.

52. At the top of the loop is
the Silicon Valley cowboy
seeking to break free of
present-day realities. To
exert some agency in a
system the Silicon Valley
cowboy enters the frontier.
With his tools and insight
he settles the landscape
for other cowboys to inhibit.

Once that future becomes
mundane he goes back out
onto the frontier in search of
the next great insight.

HE SHOT AN ARROW INTO THE AIR
The cowboy didn’t need the

“Alright. It’s ready” Mars said
dusting off his trousers.
The red glow of the pillar was
pulsing slowly at odd intervals. At the

reminder, He could already see it. His
aim would be true. He smirked as he
pulled the trigger.
At once a blinding phosphorescent

center of its void, the air wavered and
flickered. The street beyond distorted

beam jumps out from the piller to fill

in the ripples of energy coming.

the street. The Cowboy has to shield

The Cowboy raised his iRON so
it pointed at the space in the center
of the pillar. The polished chrome of

his eyes. His ears and skull resonate
with a strange ringing and he is
completely overwhelmed by it all.
Just as quickly as it consumed

the iRON gleamed in the last dregs of
sunlight.
“You only get one chance.” Mars
reminded him.

him the light blew past him like it had
been a warm summer breeze or the ghost
of matter trapped in another realm.
(CONT’D)
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In the aftermath, the street

As he looks away from the sepulchral

felt eerily quiet and much too dark for

light, he notices they are no longer alone

early evening. Heavy was the smell of

on the street. All those who had hidden in

burning cirictaury rising up off the

the Saloon to watch were slowly emerging.

cooling concrete. All the Cowboy could

It’s clear by the pale hollow look on the

see was the familiar glow of the red

residences faces that what they had just

sigils on top of the pillar. He moves

witnessed had rattled them. They krept forward

closer to the row of obelisks. They

whispering like children trying to get away

greet him with a soft purr. The hairs

with doing something they shouldn’t.

on the back of the cowboys manly hairy
hands stand up. Tasting the metallic
tinge in the air he realizes there
must still be residual energy from
the bootstrap launch.

Undeterred the

Cowboy leans in to examine the central
pillar they had hacked.

He can just

make out a silver tide of phosphenes
infinite and perfectly transparent in
the illuminated space at its heart.

It is Mars who begins the explanation
to the waiting onlookers. His voice booming
as he says something about the entry points
of the gate being mapped to the levels in
a ledger’s data banks, creating zones of
collapsing time. The Cowboy wasn’t paying much
attention. This was just another one of Mars’
long winded speeches. Bable that he could take
or leave and it was leaving that was on the
cowboys mind.

It was like the grating gears in
the cowboys head had suddenly clicked
into place and he could feel time start
to move again. Time to move forward. He
smiled at the bright shiny thing he had
created, at all the doors he had just
opened for men like him to explore.
Though the smile was short lived. Now
that he was adding a bit of hindsight
to his actions he realized that this

He turned from the milling crowds
heading over to where his rig waited for him,
telling him it was time to go. The Cowboy once
again easies himself into his seat. His fingers
move automatically across the console as he
punches in some new coordinates. The artificial
rumble of the engines greeting him like an old
friend. Readily the cowboy turns the dial on
the rigs wireless before hitting his overburn.

was not going to get him the bounty. He
had kinda made the bounty irrelevant.
Easy come easy go he thought. His
attempts to act unconcerned were
countered by his stomach growling
hungrily, as the cowboy pivoted.
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Mars was the only one to notice the
fading lights. He pauses in his disclosure and
turns to watch once again as the cowboy rides
out into the frontier.
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